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(54) Transmission apparatus and method, reception apparatus and method, management 

apparatus and method, charging apparatus and method, providing apparatus and method, 
and recording medium 



(57) This invention relates to a transmission appa- 
ratus for transmitting digital content data via a commu- 
nication medium, comprising attachment means for at- 
taching cost information per unit data volume to the dig- 



ital content data; and transmission means for transmit- 
ting the digital content data attached with the cost infor- 
mation after converting a data format of the digital con- 
tent data attached with the cost information into a data 
format suitable to the communication medium. 



F I G. 2 



3 — 




FEE=DATA 
VOLUME X UNIT 
PRICE 



FEE 

COLLECTION 

SERVICE 

COMPANY 



< 

CM 

o> 

CD 
CO 



INFORMATION 
FEE 



COMMUNICATION 
FEE 



! ! 






2 




INFORMATION 




CARRIER 




PROVIDER 


CONTENT 





CONTENT 



Cl 
LU 



Printed by Jouve, 75001 PARIS (FR) 



) 



Description 

[0001] The present invention relates generally to a 
transmission apparatus and method, a reception appa- 
ratus and method, a management apparatus and meth- 
od, a charging apparatus and method, a providing ap- 
paratus and method, and a recording medium. More 
particularly, the present invention relates to a transmis- 
sion apparatus and method, a reception apparatus and 
method, a management apparatus and method, a 
charging apparatus and method, a providing apparatus 
and method, and a recording medium which are suitably 
for use in distribution and sale of content data for exam- 
ple via information communication media. 
[0002] Currently, services are being practiced in 
which digital content data such as news, video data, mu- 
sic, and games are distributed and sold via networks like 
public switched lines and the Internet. Purchasers of 
these digital content data must pay two kinds of fees, 
data communication fee and content fee, separately as 
shown in FIG. 1 . 

[0003] The volume of the data communication fee is 
determined depending on an volume, of data (or the 
number of packets) communicated or a time spent for 
the data communication. 

[0004] The unit of content fee setting is one piece of 
digital content data. In this unit, each content fee is de- 
termined by considering the attributes of the digital con- 
tent data, namely type (AV data, still picture data, text 
data, etc.), quality (compression scheme, transfer rate, 
etc.), data freshness (new version, old version, brand, 
etc.), usage conditions (the number of times used, du- 
ration of time used, etc.), and copyright information 
(copy free, copy protected, etc.) 
[0005] However, the payment of two kinds of fees for 
purchased digital content data presents a problem that, 
for users who want to use only part of particular digital 
content data, the content fee setting system must be di- 
vided into segments. 

[0006] It is therefore an object of at least preferred em- 
bodiments of the present invention to sell digital content 
data in any requested data volume by distributing re- 
quested digital content data with the information about 
the cost per unit data volume without dividing the con- 
tent fee setting system into segments. 
[0007] In carrying out the invention and according to 
one aspect thereof, there is provided a transmission ap- 
paratus for transmitting digital content data via a com- 
munication medium, comprising: attachment means for 
attaching cost information per unit data volume to the 
digital content data; and transmission means for trans- 
mitting the digital content data attached with the cost 
information after converting a data format of the digital 
content data attached with the cost information into a 
data format suitable to the communication medium. 
[0008] In the above-mentioned transmission appara- 
tus, the attachment means attaches, as the cost infor- 
mation, at least one of a unit price of the unit data volume 



and attribute information of the digital content data 
thereto. 

[0009] The above-mentioned transmission apparatus 
further comprises division means for dividing the digital 

s content data into predetermined unit data volumes. 
[001 0] The above-mentioned transmission apparatus 
still further comprises notification means for notifying a 
management unit of transmission information about the 
digital content data transmitted by the transmission 

10 means. 

[001 1 ] The above-mentioned notification means noti- 
fies the management unit of, as transmission informa- 
tion about the digital content data transmitted by the 
transmission means, at least one of the cost information, 
15 information for identifying a sender, information for iden- 
tifying a recipient, and a data volume of the digital con- 
tent data transmitted. 

[0012] In carrying out the invention and according to 
another aspect thereof, there is provided a transmission 

20 method for transmitting digital content data via a com- 
munication medium, comprising the steps of: attaching 
cost information per unit data volume to the digital con- 
tent data; and transmitting the digital content data at- 
tached with the cost information after converting a data 

25 format of the digital content data attached with the cost 
information into a data format suitable to the communi- 
cation medium. 

[0013] In carrying out the invention and according to 
still another aspect thereof, there is provided a recording 

30 medium recording a computer-readable program forthe 
above-mentioned transmission apparatus, the compu- 
ter-readable program comprising the steps of: attaching 
cost information per unit data volume to the digital con- 
tent data; and transmitting the digital content data at- 

35 tached with the cost information after converting a data 
format of the digital content data attached with the cost 
information into a data format suitable to the communi- 
cation medium. 

[0014] In carrying out the invention and according to 

40 yet another aspect thereof, there is provided a reception 
apparatus for receiving digital content data transmitted 
via a communication medium, comprising: reception 
means for receiving the digital content with its data for- 
mat converted into a data format suitable for the com- 

45 munication medium and restoring the received digital 
content data; removal means for removing the cost in- 
formation from the restored digital content data; and 

reproduction means for reproducing the digital 
content data deprived of the cost information. 

so [0015] The above-mentioned reception apparatus 
further comprises notification means for notifying a man- 
agement unit of reception information about the digital 
content data received by the reception means. 
[0016] In the above-mentioned reception apparatus, 

55 the notification means notifies, as the reception informa- 
tion about the digital content data received by the recep- 
tion means, at least one of the cost information, infor- 
mation for identifying a sender, information for identify- 
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ing a recipient, and a data volume of the received digital 
content data. 

[0017] In carrying out the invention and according to 
a different aspect therefor, there is provided a reception 
method for receiving digital content data transmitted via 
a communication medium, comprising the steps of: re- 
ceiving the digital content with its data format converted 
into a data format suitable for the communication medi- 
um and restoring the received digital content data; re- 
moving the cost information from the restored digital 
content data; and reproducing the digital content data 
deprived of the cost information. 
[0018] In carrying out the invention and according to 
a still different aspect: thereof, there is provided a re- 
cording medium recording a computer-readable pro- 
gram for the above-mentioned reception apparatus, the 
computer-readable program comprising the steps of: re- 
ceiving the digital content with its data format converted 
into a data format suitable for the communication medi- 
um and restoring the received digital content data; re- 
moving the cost information from the restored digital 
content data; and reproducing the digital content data 
deprived of the cost information. 
[0019] In carrying out the invention and according to 
a yet different aspect thereof, there is provided a man- 
agement apparatus for managing purchase and sale of 
digital content data transmitted from a transmission unit 
and received by a reception unit via a communication 
medium, comprising: reception means for receiving at 
least one of transmission information and reception in- 
formation about the digital content data from a given 
point on a communication route between the transmis- 
sion unit and the reception unit inclusive; and computa- 
tion means for computing, on the basis of at least one 
of the transmission information and the reception infor- 
mation received by the reception means, a sale price of 
the digital content data via the communication medium. 
[0020] The above-mentioned management appara- 
tus further comprises transmission means for transmit- 
ting information about the sale price of the digital content 
data computed by the computation means to a charging 
unit. 

[0021] In the above-mentioned management appara- 
tus, the computation means computes the price of the 
digital content data sold via the communication medium 
by multiplying cost information included in the reception 
information received by the reception means by a data 
volume of the received digital content data. 
[0022] In carrying out the invention and according to 
a separate aspect thereof, there is provided a manage- 
ment method for managing purchase and sale of digital 
content data transmitted from a transmission unit and 
received by a reception unit via a communication medi- 
um, comprising the steps of: receiving at least one of 
transmission information and reception information 
about the digital content data from a given point on a 
communication route between the transmission unit and 
the reception unit including the both; and computing, on 



the basis of at least one of the transmission information 
and the reception information received in the reception 
step, a sale price of the digital content data via the com- 
munication medium. 

5 [0023] In carrying out the invention and according to 
a still separate aspect thereof, there is provided a re- 
cording medium recording a computer-readable pro- 
gram for the above-mentioned management apparatus, 
the computer-readable program comprising the steps 

10 of: receiving at least one of transmission information and 
reception information about the digital content data from 
a given point on a communication route between the 
transmission unit and the reception unit including the 
both; and computing, on the basis of at least one of the 

is transmission information and the reception information 
received in the reception step, a sale price of the digital 
content data via the communication medium. 
[0024] In carrying out the invention and according to 
another aspect thereof, there is provided a first charging 

20 apparatus for charging for digital content data attached 
with cost information per unit data volume transmitted 
from a transmission unit to a reception unit via a com- 
munication medium, comprising: acquisition means for 
acquiring a sale price of the digital content data on the 

25 basis of the cost information per unit data volume: and 
charging means for charging a user of the reception ap- 
paratus on the basis of the sale price acquired by the 
acquisition means. 

[0025] In the first charging apparatus, the acquisition 
30 means acquires the sale price along with a usage fee 
for using the communication medium and the charging 
means fees the sale price along with the usage fee fur- 
ther comprises: distribution means for dividing an 
amount of money paid by the user of the reception unit 
35 into a portion covering the sale price and another cov- 
ering the usage fee. 

[0026] In carrying out the invention. and according to 
still another aspect thereof, there is provided a first 
charging method for charging for digital content data at- 

40 tached with cost information per unit data volume trans- 
mitted from a transmission unit to a reception unit via a 
communication medium, comprising the steps of: ac- 
quiring a sale price of the digital content data on the ba- 
sis of the cost information per unit data volume; and 

45 charging a user of the reception apparatus on the basis 
of the sale price acquired in the acquisition step. 
[0027] In carrying out: the invention and according to 
yet another aspect thereof, there is provided a recording 
medium recording a computer-readable program for the 

50 first charging apparatus, the computer-readable pro- 
gram comprising the steps of: acquiring a sale price of 
the digital content data on the basis of the cost informa- 
tion per unit data volume; and charging a user of the 
reception apparatus on the basis of the sale price ac- 

55 quired in the acquisition step. 

[0028] In carrying out: the invention and according to 
a different aspect thereof, there is provided a second 
charging apparatus for charging for digital content data 
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transmitted from a transmission unit to a reception unit 
via a communication medium, comprising: acquisition 
means for acquiring information about a sale price of the 
digital content data; synthesis means for synthesizing 
the information about the sale price acquired by the ac- 
quisition means with information about a usage fee for 
use of the communication medium; and charging means 
for charging a user of the reception unit on the basis of 
synthesized information supplied by the synthesis 
means. 

[0029] The second charging apparatus further com- 
prises distribution means for dividing an amount of mon- 
ey paid by the user of the reception unit into a portion 
covering the sale price and another covering the usage 
fee. 

[0030] In carrying out the invention and according to 
a still different aspect thereof, there is provided a second 
charging method for charging for digital content data 
transmitted from a transmission unit to a reception unit 
via a communication medium, comprising: acquiring in- 
formation about a sale price of the digital content data; 
synthesizing the information about the sale price ac- 
quired in the acquisition step with information about a 
usage fee for use of the communication medium; and 
charging a user of the reception unit on the basis of syn- 
thesized information supplied in the synthesis step. 
[0031] In carrying out the invention and according to 
a yet different aspect thereof, there is provided a record- 
ing medium recording a computer-readable program for 
the second charging apparatus, the computer-readable 
program comprising: acquiring information about a sale 
price of the digital content data; synthesizing the infor- 
mation about the sale price acquired in the acquisition 
step with information about a usage fee for use of the 
communication medium; and charging a user of the re- 
ception unit on the basis of synthesized information sup- 
plied in the synthesis step. 

[0032] In carrying out the invention and according to 
a separate aspect thereof, there is provided a third 
charging apparatus for charging for digital content data 
transmitted from a transmission unit to a reception unit, 
comprising: acquisition means for acquiring information 
about sale price of the digital content data: synthesis 
means for synthesizing the information about sale price 
acquired by the acquisition means with information 
about a usage fee for use of information transmitted 
from the transmission unit; and charging means for 
charging a user of the reception unit on the basis of the 
synthesized information supplied by the synthesis 
means. 

[0033] The third charging apparatus further compris- 
es distribution means for dividing an mount of money 
paid by the user of the reception unit into a portion cov- 
ering the sale price and another covering the usage fee. 
[0034] In carrying out the invention and according to 
a still separate aspect thereof, there is provided a third 
charging method for charging for digital content data 
transmitted from a transmission unit to a reception unit, 



comprising the steps of: acquiring information about 
sale price of the digital content data: synthesizing the 
information about sale price acquired in the acquisition 
step with information about a usage fee for use of infor- 

5 mation transmitted from the transmission unit; and 
charging a user of the reception un it on the basis of the 
synthesized information supplied in the synthesis step. 
[0035] In carrying out the invention and according to 
a yet separate aspect thereof, there is provided a re- 

10 cording medium for the third charging apparatus, the 
computer-readable program comprising the steps of: 
acquiring information about sale price of the digital con- 
tent data: synthesizing the information about sale price 
acquired in the acquisition step with information about 

15 a usage fee for use of information transmitted from the 
transmission unit; and charging a user of the reception 
unit on the basis of the synthesized information supplied 
in the synthesis step. 

[0036] In carrying out the invention and according to 

20 a yet different aspect thereof, there is provided a fourth 
charging apparatus for charging for a predetermined 
service ordered from a first unit to a second unit via a 
network, comprising: extraction means for extracting 
cost information from order information provided by the 

25 second unit to the first unit: for ordering the predeter- 
mined service from the first: unit to the second unit via 
the network; and charging means for charging a user of 
the first unit on the basis of the cost information extract- 
ed by the extraction means. 

30 [0037] In the fourth charging app aratus, the extraction 
means extracts the cost information from the order in- 
formation at a given point on the network between the 
first unit and the second unit inclusive. 
[0038] In carrying out the invention and according to 

35 another aspect thereof, there is provided a fourth charg- 
ing method for charging for a predetermined service or- 
dered from a first unit to a second unit via a network, 
comprising the steps of: extracting cost information from 
order information provided by the second unit to the first 

40 unit for ordering the predetermined service from the first 
unit to the second unit via the network; and charging a 
user of the first unit on the basis of the cost information 
extracted in the extraction step. 
[0039] In carrying out the invention and according to 

45 still another aspect thereof , there is provided a recording 
medium recording a computer-readable program for the 
fourth charging apparatus, the computer-readable pro- 
gram comprising the steps of: extracting cost informa- 
tion from order information for ordering the predeter- 

50 mined service from the first unit to the second unit via 
the network; and charging a user of the first unit on the 
basis of the cost information extracted in the extraction 
step. 

[0040] In carrying out the invention and according to 
55 yet another aspect thereof, there is provided a providing 
apparatus for providing a predetermined service or- 
dered from a unit via a network, comprising: attachment 
means for attaching cost information about the prede- 
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termined service to order information for ordering the 
predetermined service by a user of the unit; transmis- 
sion means for transmitting the order information at- 
tached with the cost information to the unit via the net- 
work; and acceptance means for accepting an order 5 
placed by the unit via the network on the basts of the 
order information transmitted by the transmission 
means. 

[0041] The above-mentioned providing apparatus fur- 
ther comprises instruction means for instructing the pro- 10 
viding apparatus to provide the ordered service the unit 
when the order placed on the basis of the order infor- 
mation transmitted by the transmission means has been 
accepted by the acceptance means. 
[0042] In carrying out the invention and according to « 
a separate aspect thereof, there is provided a providing 
method for providing a predetermined service ordered 
from a unit via a network, comprising the steps of: at- 
taching cost information about the predetermined serv- 
ice to order information for ordering the predetermined 20 
service by a user of the unit; transmitting the order in- 
formation attached with the cost information to the unit 
via the network; and accepting an order placed by the 
unit via the network on the basis of the order information 
transmitted in the transmission step. 25 
[0043] In carrying of the invention and according to a 
still separate aspect thereof, there is provided a record- 
ing medium recording a computer-readable program for 
the above-mentioned providing apparatus, the compu- 
ter-readable program comprising the steps of: attaching 30 
cost information about the predetermined service to or- 
der information for ordering the predetermined service 
by a user of the unit; transmitting the order information 
attached with the cost information to the unit via the net- 
work; and accepting an order placed by the unit via the 35 
network on the basis of the order information transmitted 
in the transmission step. 

[0044] In the transmission apparatus and method and 
recording medium associated with the invention, cost in- 
formation per unit data volume is attached to digital con- 40 
tent data, the resultant digital content data is converted 
into a data format suitable for a communication network, 
and the resultant digital content data are transmitted. 
[0045] In the reception apparatus, reception method, 
and recording medium associated with the invention, 
the digital content data in the data format suitable for 
the communication medium are received and restored 
to their original data format. The cost information is sep- 
arated from the restored digital content data and the re- 
sultant digital content data are reproduced. 50 
[0046] In the management apparatus and method 
and recording medium associated with the invention, . 
transmission information or reception information is re- 
ceived from a given point on a communication route be- 
tween a transmission unit and a reception unit inclusive 55 
and, on the basis of the received information, the sale 
price of digital content data sold via a communication 
medium is computed. 



[0047] In the first charging apparatus and method and 
recording medium associated with the invention, the 
sale price information of digital content data is acquired 
on the basis of the price information per unit data vol- 
ume. In addition, on the basis of the acquired sale price, 
a charging process is performed on the user of the re- 
ception unit that has received the digital content data. 
[0048] In the second charging apparatus and method 
and recording medium associated with the invention, 
the sale price information of digital content data is ac- 
quired and the acquired sale price information is syn- 
thesized with a usage fee of a communication medium. 
In addition, on the basis of the synthesized information, 
a charging process is executed on the user of the re- 
ception unit that has received the digital content data. 
[0049] In the third charging apparatus and method 
and recording medium associated with the invention, 
the sale price information of digital content data is ac- 
quired and the acquired sale price information is syn- 
thesized with a usage fee of the information separate 
from the digital content data, the information transmitted 
from the transmission unit that: has transmitted the dig- 
ital content data. On the basis of the synthesized infor- 
mation, a charging process is performed on the, user of 
the reception unit that has received the digital content 
data and the information. 

[0050] In the fourth charging apparatus and method 
and recording medium associated with the invention, 
cost information is extracted from order information for 
ordering services from a first unit to a second unit via a 
network. On the basis of the extracted cost information, 
a charging process is performed on the user of the first 
unit. 

[0051] In the providing apparatus and method and re- 
cording medium associated with the invention, cost in- 
formation for services is added to order information for 
ordering services from a unit via a network and the re- 
sultant information is transmitted to that unit. In addition, 
the orders of services made on the basis of the order 
information are accepted. 

[0052] Embodiments of the invention will now be de- 
scribed, by way of example only, with reference to the 
accompanying drawings in which: 

FIG. 1 is a diagram illustrating a related-art fee com- 
putation method for the purchase of digital content 
data; 

FIG. 2 is a schematic block diagram illustrating a 
concept of a digital content data distribution system 
to which an embodiment of the present invention is 
applied; 

FIG. 3 is a diagram illustrating a fee computation 
method according to an example embodiment of the 
present invention for the purchase of digital content 
data; 

FIG. 4 is a schematic block diagram illustrating an 
exemplary configuration of the digital content data 
distribution system to which an example embodi- 
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ment of the present invention is applied; 

FIG. 5 is a flowchart describing content providing 

processing; 

FIG. 6 is a flowchart describing content communi- 
cation processing; 

FIG. 7 is a flowchart describing content usage 
processing; 

FIG. 8 is a flowchart describing content fee charging 
processing; 

FIG. 9 is another schematic block diagram illustrat- 
ing an exemplary configuration of the digital content 
data distribution system to which an example em- 
bodiment of the present invention is applied; 
FIG. 10 is a block diagram illustrating a concept of 
a product distribution system to which an example 
embodiment of the present invention is applied; 
FIG. 11 is a block diagram illustrating an exemplary 
configuration of the product distribution system to 
which an example embodiment of the present in- 
vention is applied; 

FIG. 12 is a flowchart describing product provision 
processing; 

FIG. 13 is a flowchart describing product transac- 
tion communication processing; . 
FIG. 14 is a flowchart describing product purchase 
processing; 

FIG. 1 5 is a flowchart describing product fee charg- 
ing processing; and 

FIG. 16 is a block diagram illustrating an exemplary 
configuration of a personal computer. 

[0053] This invention will be described in further detail 
by way of example with reference to the accompanying 
drawings. 

[0054] Now, referring to FIG. 2, the concept of a digital 
content data distribution system according to the 
present invention will be described. The concept of this 
system is novel in that a cost is integrated with digital 
content data (hereinafter also referred to simply as con- 
tent), namely a content fee is included in a communica- 
tion fee as viewed from the user side, a unit price per 
unit data volume is set, and the content and the cost are 
distributed at the same time, namely cost information is 
attached to digital content data. 
[0055] In the above-mentioned digital content data 
distribution system, an information provider 1 which 
sells content sells content on demand by a user 3. When 
the purchase of content is requested, cost information 
per unit data volume is attached to the requested con- 
tent, which is then transmitted from the information pro- 
vider 1 to the user 3 via an information communication 
network (or a communication medium) managed by a. 
carrier 2. 

[0056] The information provider 1 may be an individ- 
ual, an institution, or a business entity who is the creator, 
licenser, owner, collector, manager, or distributor of con- 
tent for example. The carrier 2 may be an Internet serv- 
ice provider, a telecommunications company, or a 



broadcasting company for example. Consequently, the 
information communication network may be the Inter- 
net, a public telephone network, a television network, a 
radio network, a cable television network, and a satellite 

5 television network for example. 

[0057] The user 3 is charged by a fee collection serv- 
ice company 4 for the acquisition of digital content data. 
The fee is computed by multiplying the data volume of 
the digital content data acquired by the user 3 by the 

10 unit price per unit data volume. 

[0058] The cost information per unit data volume (a 
unit price or information for identifying the unit price) to 
be attached to digital content data can be set by the con- 
tent provider 1 as desired. Therefore, as shown in FIG. 

15 3, for a same data volume, its fee may differ from one 
article of digital content data to another. 
[0059] The fee collection service company 4 which 
collected the fee for purchased digital content data from 
the user 3 distributes the collected fee to the information 

20 provider 1 and the carrier 2 in accordance with the 
agreements concluded between them. It should be not- 
ed that various combinations are possible in which the 
carrier 2 also serves as the charge collection service 
company 4 for example. 

25 [0060] The following describes an exemplary config- 
uration of the digital content data distribution system as- 
sociated with the present invention with reference to 
FIG. 4. 

[0061] An information providing server 5 is managed 
30 by the information provider 1 and comprises a content 
integration block 11. The components, a transmission 
block 12 through a reception block 16, are managed by 
the carrier 2. A userterminal 6 is equivalent to a personal 
computer for example which is operated by the user 3 
35 and comprises a content separation block 1 7 and a con- 
tent reproduction block 18. A fee collection server 7 is 
managed by the fee collection service company 4 and 
comprises a management unit 19 and a charging unit 
20. 

40 [0062] The content integration block 1 1 adds the cost 
information about a unit data volume concerned to each 
predetermined unit data of content and outputs the re- 
sultant digital content data to the transmission block 12. 
[0063] To be more specific, the cost information is 
45 added to the header of each packet of digital content 
data and the resultant packet is outputted to the trans- 
mission block 12. The cost information may be an 
amount of money if the unit price (amount of money) of 
a unit data volume can be determined in the manage- 
so ment unit 19 or the information indicative of attributes 
(type, quality, etc.) of digital content data (in this case, 
an attribute versus information unit price table must be 
prepared in the management unit 19). 
[0064] The transmission block 12 converts the data 
55 format of the digital content data attached with the cost 
information per unit data volume inputted from the con- 
tent integration block 11 into a data format suitable for 
the information communication network 14 in accord- 
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ance with a predetermined protocol. The transmission 
block 12 transmits the converted digital content data to 
the reception block 16 via the information communica- 
tion network 14. 

[0065] A gating block 1 3 of the transmission block 1 2 
acquires information for identifying the communication 
information (attached cost information, transmitted data 
volume, communication time, and sender (namely the 
information provider 1 ) associated with the digital con- 
tent data to be transmitted via the information commu- 
nication network 1 4 and the information about the recip- 
ient (namely the user 3) and sends these pieces of ac- 
quired information to the management unit 19. 
[0066] A gating block 1 5 of the reception block 1 6 ac- 
quires the information for identifying the communication 
information (added cost information, received data vol- 
ume, communication time, and sender (namely the in- 
formation provider 1 ) associated with the digital content 
received via the information communication network 14 
and the information about the recipient (namely the user 
3) and transmits these pieces of acquired information to 
the management unit 19. 

[0067] It should be noted that the processes by the 
gating blocks 13 and 15 may be executed at the same 
time the digital content data are transmitted and re- 
ceived or, after storing the communicated information, 
or the digital content data, for a predetermined period, 
the communicated information accumulated in that pe- 
riod may be collectively transmitted to the management 
unit 19. 

[0068] The reception block 1 6 receives the digital con- 
tent data via the information communication network 14, 
restores the original data format of the received digital 
content data in accordance with a predetermined proto- 
col, and outputs the resultant content to the content sep- 
aration block 17. 

[0069] The content separation block 1 7 separates the 
cost information from the digital content data and out- 
puts the resultant digital content data to the content re- 
production block 18. The content reproduction block 18 
reproduces the digital content data removed of the cost 
information inputted from the content separation block 
17. 

[0070] The management unit 19 compares the com- 
munication information received from the gating block 
13 of the transmission block 12 with the communication 
information received from the gating block 1 6 of the re- 
ception block 1 6. If the supply of the digital content data 
from the information provider to the user has been con- 
firmed (the confirmation may be made from the commu- 
nication information outputted from one of the gating 
blocks 13 and 15), the management unit 19 computes 
multiplies the cost information included in the commu- 
nication information by the data volume to compute the 
sale price of the digital content data and outputs the sale 
price to the charging unit 20. 

[0071 ] Also, the management unit 1 9 sends the usage 
information and charging information of the digital con- 



tent data to the information providing server 5 and the 
user terminal 6. 

[0072] The charging unit 20 charges the user 3 for the 
digital content data on the basis of the sale price re- 

5 ceived from the management unit 1 9. 

[0073] The following describes a sequence of proc- 
esses for providing digital content data from the infor- 
mation provider 1 to the user 3 and the distribution of 
the amount of money collected from the user 3 to the 

10 information provider 1 and the carrier 2 with reference 
to the flowcharts shown in FIGS. 5 through 8. 
[0074] First, the content provision processing by the 
information providing server 5 managed by the informa- 
tion provider 1 will be described with reference to the 

15 flowchart shown in FIG. 5. 

[0075] In step S1 , the information providing server 5 
checks for a request for content from the user terminal 
6 operated by the user 3. This operation is repeated until 
a request has come. If a request for content is found, 

20 the procedure goes to step S2. 

[0076] In step S2, the information providing server 5 
reads the requested content from a predetermined con- 
tent database. Each unit data volume of the retrieved 
content is integrated by the content integration block 11 

25 with the cost information of that unit data volume. In step 
S3, the content integration block 11 outputs the digital 
content data attached with the cost information in step 
S2 to the transmission block 12. 
[0077] The following describes the content communi- 

30 cation processing by the components, the transmission 
block 12 through the reception block 16 ; managed by 
the carrier 2 with reference to the flowchart shown in 
FIG. 6. 

[0078] In step S1 1 , the transmission block 1 2 converts 
35 the data format of the digital content data attached with 
the cost information inputted from the information pro- 
viding server 5 into a data format suitable for the infor- 
mation communication network in accordance with a 
predetermined protocol and sends the resultant digital 
40 content data to the reception block 16 via the information 
communication network 14. 

[0079] In step S12, the gating block 13 of the trans- 
mission block 12 acquires the information for identifying 
the communication information (attached cost informa- 

^5 tion, transmitted data volume, communication time, and 
sender (namely the information provider 1) associated 
with the transmitted digital content data and the infor- 
mation associated with the recipient (the user 3)) and 
sends these pieces of information to the management 

so unit 19. 

[0080] In step S1 3, the reception block 1 6 restores the 
original format of the digital content data received via 
the information communication network 14 in accord- 
ance with a predetermined protocol. In step S14, the 
55 gating block 15 of the reception block 16 acquires the 
information for identifying the communication informa- 
tion (attached cost information, received data volume, 
communication time, and sender (namely the informa- 
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tion provider 1) associated with the received digital con- 
tent data and the information associated with the recip- 
ient (the user 3)) and sends these pieces of information 
to the management unit 19. 

[0081] In step S15, the reception block 1 6 sends the 
digital content data restored in step S13 to the user ter- 
minal 6. 

[0082] The following describes the content usage 
processing by the content separation block 17 and the 
content reproduction block 18 which constitute the user 
terminal 6. 

[0083] In step S21 , the user terminal 6 requests the 
information providing server 5 for digital content data. In 
response to this request, the information providing serv- 
er 5 sends the requested digital content data in the same 
manner as described above. 

[0084] In step S22, the user terminal 6 receives at the 

content separation block 17 the digital content data 

transmitted from the reception block 1 6. 

[0085] In step S23, the content separation block 17 

separates the cost information from the digital content 

data received in step S22 and sends the resultant digital 

content data to the reproduction block 18. 

[0086] In step S24, the content reproduction block 1 8 

reproduces the digital content data removed of the cost 

information inputted from the content separation block 

17. 

[0087] The following describes content fee charging 
processing by the management unit 1 9 and the charging 
unit 20 constituting the fee collection server 7 managed 
by the fee collection service company 4, with reference 
to the flowchart shown in FIG. 8. 
[0088] In step S31 , the management unit 19 matches 
the communication information supplied from the gating 
block 13 of the transmission block 12 with the commu- 
nication information supplied from the gating block 15 
of the reception block 1 6 to confirm that the digital con- 
tent data have been supplied from the information pro- 
vider server 5 to the user terminal 6. Then, the manage- 
ment unit 1 9 multiplies the cost information (namely, unit 
price) included in the communication information by the 
received data volume on the side of the user terminal 6 
(namely, the transmitted data volume on the side of the 
information provider server 5) to compute the sale price 
of the digital content data. Further, the management unit 
1 9 computes the communication fee on the basis of the 
data volume and the communication time. 
[0089] In step S32, the management unit 19 synthe- 
sizes the digital content data sale price obtained in step 
S31 with the communication fee and sends the result to 
the charging unit 20 as charging information. 
[0090] In step S33, the management unit 1 9 sends the 
usage information and charging information of the digital 
content data to the information provider server 5 and the 
user terminal 6. 

[0091] In step S34, the charging unit 20 charges the 
user 3 on the basis of the charging information supplied 
from the management unit 19 in step S32. Namely, the 



user 3 is charged for the content sale price included in 
the communication fee. 

[0092] In step S35, the charging unit 20 distributes the 
amount of money collected from the user 3 in step S34 

5 to the information provider 1 (the sale price of the digital 
content data) and the carrier 2 (the communication fee) 
in accordance with the agreements previously conclud- 
ed between the information provider 1 and the carrier 2. 
[0093] It should be noted that the above-described re- 

10 lationships between the content integration block 11 
through content reproduction block 18, the information 
provider 1 , the carrier2, the user3, and the feecollection 
service company 4 are not restricted to them. For ex- 
ample, the transmission block 12 and the gating block 

15 13 may be arranged and managed by the information 
provider 1 . The gating block 15 and the reception block 
16 may be included in the user terminal 6. Other varia- 
tions are also practicable. 

[0094] FIG. 9 shows an exemplary configuration of a 

20 digital content data distribution system in which the car- 
rier 2 is a broadcasting company. In this example, a 
transmission block 12. a gating block 13, and a informa- 
tion communication 14 are prepared as a broadcasting 
facility network for transmitting the ground or satellite 

25 wave. In this example, a gating block 15 is included in 
a user terminal 6 and the usage information of the re- 
ceived digital content data is sent to a management unit 
1 9 via a public telephone line for example. The charging 
information to be transmitted to the user terminal 6 from 

30 the management unit 1 9 is also transmitted via the pub- 
lic telephone line for example. In this example, the sale 
price of digital content data is integrated with the fee of 
broadcast programs and the resultant amount is 
charged on the user. 

35 [0095] In the foregoing, the digital content data distri- 
bution systems have been described in which a unit 
price per unit data volume of digital content data is set, 
digital content data are sold in a desired data volume, 
and the user is charged for that data volume. The 

40 present invention is also applicable to a product distri- 
bution system. 

[0096] First, the concept of a product distribution sys- 
tem to which the present invention is applied will be de- 
scribed with reference to FIG. 10. This novel concept is 

45 that product menu data (order information) are accom- 
panied with product costs (or prices). 
[0097] In this product distribution system, a product 
provider 31 which sells products sends product menu 
data via a network (or a communication medium) at the 

so request by a user 3. At this moment, the product menu 
data are attached with cost information for each product 
and the resultant data are transmitted from the product 
provider 31 to the user 3 via an information communi- 
cation network (or a communication medium) managed 

55 by a carrier 2. 

[0098] If the user 3 received the product menu data 
and purchases a product from the product menu data, 
purchase information is transmitted to the product pro- 
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vider 31 from the user 3 via the information communi- 
cation network managed by the carrier 2. The product 
provider 31 transmits the delivery information to a deliv- 
ery company 32 and instructs the delivery of the product 
specified by the purchase information. Thus, the user 3 
can receive the product from the delivery company 32. 
[0099] The user 3 is charged by a fee collection serv- 
ice company 4 for the purchased product. The price of 
the product purchased by the user 3 is attached to the 
product menu data transmitted from the product provid- 
er 31 to the user 3 and the fee collection service com- 
pany 4 detects the product price from the product menu 
data. 

[0100] Having collected the fee from the user 3, the 
fee collection service company 4 distributes the collect- 
ed fee to the carrier 2, the product provider 31 , and a 
delivery company 32 in accordance with the agree- 
ments concluded between them. It should be noted that 
various other combinations are practicable in which the 
carrier 2 also serves as the fee collection service com- 
pany 4 for example. 

[0101] The following describes an exemplary config- 
uration of the above-mentioned product distribution sys- 
tem with reference to FIG. 1 1 . With reference to FIG. 1 1 , 
components similar to those previously described with 
FIG. 4 are denoted by the same reference numerals and 
the description of these components will be skipped. 
[0102] A product server 41 is managed by the product 
provider 31 and constituted by a content integration 
block 11 . The other basic configurational parts are the 
same as those shown in FIG. 4. 
[0103] As shown in FIG. 4, the content integration 
block 1 1 transmits content; in this example, however, the 
content integration block 11 outputs product menu data 
as content. The product menu data are attached with 
cost information for each product. 
[01 04] To be more specific, the header of a data pack- 
et of each product included in the product menu data is 
written with the cost information of that product and the 
resultant data packet is transmitted to a transmission 
block 1 2 . The cost information about each product in this 
example is not the fee of that product as the data to be 
displayed on the display monitor of the user terminal 6 
but the information which can be automatically deter- 
mined as the fee for the product in a management unit 
19. If the management unit 19 can recognize this infor- 
mation, the fee for the product may be described directly 
or the information indicative of product attributes (type, 
quality, etc.) may be described (in the latter case, a table 
listing the correlation between attribute information and 
product fees must be prepared in the management unit 
19). 

[0105] The transmission block 12 converts the data 
format of the product menu data attached with the cost 
information for each product inputted from the content 
integration block 11 into a data format suitable for an 
information communication network 14 and transmits 
the resultant product menu data to a reception block 16 



via the information communication network 14. 
[0106] A gating block 13 of the transmission block 12 
acquires the communication information (attached 
product cost information, transmitted data volume, 

s sender (namely the product provider 31, recipient 
(namely, the user 3), and ; if the recipient purchases a 
product, the information for identifying the product to be 
purchased) about the product menu data received via 
the information communication network 14 and sends 

10 the acquired information to the management unit 19. 
[01 07] A gating block 1 5 of the reception block 1 6 ac- 
quires the communication information (attached product 
cost information, received data volume, sender (namely 
the product provider 31 , recipient (namely, the user 3), 

is and, if the recipient purchases a product, the information 
for identifying the product to be purchased) 'about the 
product menu data received via the information commu- 
nication network 14 and transmits the acquired informa- 
tion to the management unit 1 9. 

20 [0108] It should be noted that the processes by the 
gating blocks 13 and 15 for the transmission of the prod- 
uct menu data from the product provider 31 may be ex- 
ecuted at the same time as the transmission or reception 
of the product menu data or the product menu data may 

25 be transmitted to the management unit 19 every time 
the product menu data are updated. 
[01 09] The reception block 1 6 restores the original da- 
ta format of the product menu data received via the in- 
formation communication network 14 and outputs the 

30 restored product menu data to a content separation 
block 17. 

[01 1 0] The content separation block 1 7 separates the 
cost information from the product menu data and out- 
puts the resultant product menu data to a content repro- 
35 duction block 1 8. The content reproduction block 1 8 re- 
produces the product menu data inputted from the con- 
tent separation block 17. 

[0111] The management unit 19 receives the commu- 
nication information from the gating block 13 of the 

40 transmission block 12 and the communication informa- 
tion from the gating block 15 of the reception block 16. 
Further, the management unit 1 9 matches the received 
communication information with the information for 
identifying the purchased product obtained from the pur- 

45 chase information transmitted from the user terminal 6 
to the product provider server 41 to extract the sale price 
of the product ordered by the user 3, transmitting the 
obtained sale price to a charging unit 20. 
[0112] Moreover, the management unit 19 sends the 

50 usage information of the product menu data and the 
charging information about the product ordered by the 
user to the product provider server 41 and the user ter- 
minal 6. 

[0113] The charging unit 20 charges the user 3 for the 
55 purchased product on the basis of the sale price sup- 
plied from the management unit 19. 
[0114] The following describes a sequence of proc- 
esses for supplying product menu data from the product 
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provider 31 to the user 3 and the amount of money col- 
lected from the user 3 is distributed to the carrier 2, the 
product provider 31, and a delivery company 32, with 
reference to the flowcharts shown in FIGS. 12 through 
15. 

[0115] First, the product providing process by the 
product provider server 41 managed by the product pro- 
vider 31 will be described with reference to the flowchart 
shown in FIG. 12. 

[0116] In step S41, the product provider server 41 de- 
termines whether there is a request from the user ter- 
minal 6 operated by the user 3 for sending product menu 
data (namely, there is an access by the user terminal 6). 
The product provider server 41 repeats this operation 
until the request is found. If the request is found, the 
procedure goes to step S42. 

[0117] In step S42, the product provider server 41 
reads the requested product menu data from a prede- 
termined database and adds to the retrieved product 
menu data the cost information of each product included 
in the product menu data in the content integration block 
11. 

[0118] In step S43, the content integration block 11 
outputs the product menu data attached with the cost 
information to each product in step S42 to the transmis- 
sion block 12. 

[0119] In step S44, the user terminal 6 that has re- 
ceived the product menu data determines whether the 
purchase information for requesting the purchase of 
product has been transmitted. If the purchase informa- 
tion is found not transmitted, the procedure returns to 
step S41 and waits until another request for product 
menu data comes. 

[0120] If, in step S44, the purchase information is 
found transmitted, then the procedure goes to step S45 
to accept the product specified in the purchase informa- 
tion. 

[0121] In step S46, the product provider server 41 
transmits the information about the ordered product and 
the delivery information including the information about 
purchaser to a delivery management server 42 man- 
aged by the delivery company 32 contracted for product 
delivery in advance. 

[0122] The following describes a communication 
process for product transaction by the components, the 
transmission block 12 through the reception block 16, 
managed by the carrier 2 with reference to the flowchart 
shown in FIG. 13. 

[0123] In step S61, the transmission block 12 con- 
verts the data format of the product menu data attached 
with the cost information for each product inputted from 
the product provider server 41 to the reception block 1 6 
via the information communication network 14. 
[0124] In step S62, the gating block 13 of the trans- 
mission block 12 acquires the information (attached cost 
information, transmitted data volume, information for 
identifying sender (the product provider 31), and infor- 
mation for identifying the recipient (the user 3)) associ- 



ated with the transmitted product menu data and sends 
the acquired information to the management unit 19. 
[01 25] In step S63, the reception block 1 6 restores the 
original data format of the product menu data supplied 

5 via the information communication network 14. 

[0126] In step S64, the gating block 15 of the recep- 
tion block 1 6 acquires the information (attached cost in- 
formation, received data volume, information for identi- 
fying sender (the product provider 31), and information 

10 for identifying the recipient (the user 3)) associated with 
the received product menu data and sends the acquired 
data to the management unit 19. 
[0127] In step S65, the reception block 16 transmits 
the product menu data restored in step S63 to the user 

15 terminal 6. 

[0128] In step S66, the reception block 16 determines 
whether the purchase information for requesting prod- 
uct purchase has been transmitted from the user termi- 
nal 6 to the product provider server 41 in response to 

20 the product menu data transmitted to the user terminal 
6. If the purchase information is found not transmitted, 
the procedure returns to step S61 to execute the above- 
mentioned process when another piece of product 
menu data comes. 

25 [0129] If, in step S66, the purchase information is 
found transmitted from the user terminal 6, then the pro- 
cedure goes to step S67. In step S67, the gating block 
1 5 of the reception block 1 6 extracts, from the received 
purchase information, the communication information 

30 (information for identifying product to be purchased, 
product delivery fee, communication fee (orthe informa- 
tion necessary for computing communication fee), infor- 
mation for identifying sender (the user 3), and informa- 
tion for identifying recipient (the product provider 31)) 

35 and sends the extracted communication information to 
the management unit 19. 

[0130] In step S68, the transmission block 12 sends 
the purchase information supplied from the user termi- 
nal 6 to the product provider server 41 . 
40 [0131] The following describes a product purchasing 
process to be executed by the content separation block 
17 and the content reproduction block 18 constituting 
the user terminal 6 with reference to the flowchart shown 
in FIG. 14. 

45 [0132] In step S81 , the user terminal 6 requests the 
product provider server 41 for product menu data. In re- 
sponse, the product provider server 41 transmits the re- 
quested product menu data as described above (step 
S43of FIG. 12). 

so [0133] In step S82, the user terminal 6 receives at the 
content separation block 1 7 the product menu data sup- 
plied from the reception block 16. 
[0134] In step S83, the content separation block 17 
separates the cost information from each, product in- 

55 eluded in the product menu data received in step S82 
and outputs the resultant product menu data to the con- 
tent reproduction block 18. 

[0135] In step S84, the content reproduction block 18 
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reproduces the product menu data removed of the cost 
information for each product inputted from the content 
separation block 1 7. 

[0136] In step S85, from the product menu repro- 
duced in step S84, the user terminal 6 determines, in- 
structed by the user 3, whether a product purchase is 
requested by the user 3. If a product purchase is found 
not requested, then the procedure returns to step S81 
to execute the above-mentioned process again. 
[0137] If, in step S85, a product purchase is found re- 
quested by the user 3, then the procedure goes to step 
S86. In step S86, the userterminal 6 sends the purchase 
information (information for identifying productto be pur- 
chased, communication fee (or information necessary 
for computing communication fee), information for iden- 
tifying sender (the user 3), and information for identifying 
recipient (the product provider 31)) to the product pro- 
vider server 41 . 

[0138] The following describes a product fee charging 
process to be executed by the fee collection server 7 
managed by the fee collection service company 4 with 
reference to the flowchart shown in FIG. 15. 
[0139] In step S101, the management unit 19 re- 
ceives the communication information supplied from the 
gating block 13 of the transmission block 12 and the 
communication information supplied from the gating 
block 15 of the reception block 16. Then, the manage- 
ment unit 19 matches the received communication in- 
formation with the communication information for iden- 
tifying purchase product obtained at the gating blocks 
1 3 and 1 5 obtained from the purchase information trans- 
mitted from the user terminal 6 to the product provider 
server 41 . At the same time, the communication fee is 
computed as required. The sale price and the delivery 
fee are integrated with the communication fee. 
[0140] In step S102, the management unit 19 sends 
the communication fee computed (or synthesized) in 
step S101 to the charging unit 20. 
[0141] In step S103, the management unit 19 sends 
the product charging information to the userterminal 6 
and the product provider server 33. 
[0142] In step S1 04, the charging unit 20 charges the 
user 3 on the basis of the communication fee obtained 
in step S102. 

[0143] In step S105, the charging unit 20 distributes 
the product fee collected from the user 3 in step S104 
to the carrier 2 (the communication fee before it is inte- 
grated with the content fee), the product provider 31 (the 
sale price), and the delivery company 32 (the delivery 
fee). 

[0144] In the above-described examples, each trans- 
action in which the user 3 purchases a product is estab- 
lished when the user 3 transmits the purchase informa- 
tion about the product to be purchased via the informa- 
tion communication network 14 on the basis of the prod- 
uct menu data supplied from the product provider server 
41 . However, the product purchase form is not restricted 
to those described above. 



[0145] For example, if agreements have been con- 
cluded between the user 3 and the product provider 31 
to the effect that a product is delivered to the user 3 on 
a certain specified day every month, the fee collection 

5 service company 4 can execute a charging process on 
the basis of the information acquired from the gating 
blocks 13 and 1 5 by causing the product provider 31 to 
transmit the product information including the cost infor- 
mation about that product to the user 3. In this case, the 

10 user 3 need not transmit the purchase information to the 
product provider 31 via the information communication 
network 14 every time in response to the information 
supplied from the product provider 31 . In this case, the 
delivery company 32 may only deliver the purchased 

15 product to the user 3 on a day specified by the product 
provider 31. 

[0146] It should be noted that the present invention is 
applicable to any services that sell and/or buy digital 
content data through a given communication infrastruc- 
20 ture. 

[0147] The concentrated management of all services 
that sell and/or buy digital content data through a given 
communication infrastructure enhances the conven- 
ience for the user 3 because he may make payments 

25 only to the fee collection service company 4. 

[0148] In addition, the user 3 need not execute the 
followings which are required with the prior-art. First, the 
user 3 is not required to enter certain certificates and 
personal information. Second, the user 3 need not 

so download or install new software into the terminal de- 
vice. Third, the user 3 need not pay in advance (for ex- 
ample, prepaid fee, purchase of electronic money, etc.). 
Fourth, the user 3 need not register with the carrier 2 
beforehand. Fifth, the user 3 can acquire economic 

35 safety and security that the payment of fees is estab- 
lished by the establishment of communication. 
[01 49] On the other hand, because the present inven- 
tion allows the information provider 1 (the product pro- 
vider 31 ) and the carrier 2 to secure the collection of the 

40 content fee and the communication fee respectively, the 
present invention enhances the convenience of the 
sides of these enterprises. In addition, when the charg- 
ing is made depending on data volume, the present in- 
vention allows the information provider 1 (the product 

45 provider 31) to set content costs as desired regardless 
of the data volume of digital content data for sale. 
[0150] In the above-mentioned preferred embodi- 
ments of the invention, the cost information per unit data 
volume is attached to each unit data of content. It will 

so be apparent to those skilled in the art that the cost infor- 
mation per unit data volume may be attached to a group 
of plural pieces of unit data. The price of digital content 
data is computed by multiplying a used or received data 
volume by the information cost per unit data volume. 

55 [0151] In the above-mentioned preferred embodi- 
ments of the invention, the transmission information as- 
sociated with digital content data is sent from the trans- 
mission block to the management unit and the reception 



11 



tr I I HO Q9£ 



information associated with the received digital content 
data is sent from the reception block to the management 
unit. The following alternatives can also be practiced. 
[0152] Namely, a server for managing data transmis- 
sion arranged on a communication route over which da- 
ta are transmitted from a transmission block to a recep- 
tion block may send the transmission information asso- 
ciated with this transmission to the management unit. 
Or a server for managing data transmission arranged 
halfway on a communication route over which data are 
transmitted from a transmission block to a reception 
block may send the reception information associated 
with this reception to the management unit. Or the serv- 
er near the transmission block on the communication 
route may send the transmission information about 
transmission to the management unit and the server 
near the reception block arranged on the transmission 
route may send the reception information about recep- 
tion to the management unit. 

[0153] Consequently, the management unit is given 
the transmission information and the reception informa- 
tion from either the transmission block and the reception 
block, one of these information items from the server, or 
both from the server. Namely, the management unit is 
supplied with the transmission information and recep- 
tion information about digital content data from a prede- 
termined point on the communication route between the 
transmission block and the reception block inclusive. 
[0154] The above-mentioned sequences of process- 
es can be executed by hardware or software. The exe- 
cution by software is supported by a computer in which 
the programs constituting the software are installed in a 
dedicated hardware device beforehand or by a general- 
purpose personal computer capable of executing vari- 
ous capabilities in which these programs are installed 
from the program storage medium. 
[0155] FIG. 16 illustrates an exemplary configuration 
of a personal computer in which the software for exe- 
cuting the above-mentioned sequence of processes is 
installed. The personal computer incorporates a CPU 
(Central Processing Unit) 1 01 . The CPU 1 01 is connect- 
ed to an input/output interface 105 via a bus 104. The 
input/output interface is connected to an input block 1 06 
composed of such input devices as keyboard and 
mouse, an output block 107 for outputting a processing 
result, for example, an audio signal, a display block 1 08 
constituted by a display monitor for displaying an image 
of a processing result, a storage block 109 constituted 
by a hard disk drive for storing programs and various 
data, a communication block 110 constituted by a mo- 
dem for communicating data via a LAN (Local Area Net- 
work) or the Internet, and a drive 111 which executes a 
data read/write operation on a magnetic disc (including 
floppy disc) 112, an optical disc (including CD-ROM 
(Compact Disc-Read Only Memory) 113 and DVD (Dig- 
ital Versatile Disc) 114, a magneto-optical disc (includ- 
ing MD (Mini Disc), or a semiconductor memory 115. 
The bus 104 is connected to a ROM (Read Only Mem- 



ory) 102 and a RAM (Random Access Memory) 103. 
[0156] The software for executing the sequence of 
processes is supplied to the personal computer as 
stored in one of the magnetic disc 1 1 2 through the sem- 
5 iconductor memory 115. The supplied software is read 
by the drive 111 and installed in the hard disk drive in- 
corporated in the storage block 1 09. The agent program 
stored in the storage block 109 is loaded from the stor- 
age block 109 into the RAM 102 for execution as in- 
fo structed by the CPU 101 on the basis of a command 
inputted from the input block 1 06 by the user. 
[01 57] It should be noted that the steps describing the 
programs to be stored.in the program storage medium 
are not only executed in a time-dependent manner in 
15 the order described, but also in parallel or in a discrete 
manner. 

[01 58] It should also be noted that the system as used 
herein denotes an entire apparatus constituted by a plu- 
rality of component units. 

20 [0159] While the preferred embodiments of the 
present invention have been described using specific 
terms, such description is for illustrative purposes only, 
and it is to be understood that changes and variations 
may be made without departing from the scope of the 

25 appended claims. 

Claims 

30 1. A transmission apparatus for transmitting digital 
content data via a communication medium, com- 
prising: 

attachment means for attaching cost informa- 
35 tion per unit data volume to said digital content 

data; and 

transmission means for transmitting said digital 
content data attached with said cost informa- 
tion after converting a data format of said digital 
40 content data attached with said cost informa- 

tion into a data format suitable to said commu- 
nication medium. 

2. The transmission apparatus according to claim 1 , 
45 wherein said attachment means attaches, as said 
cost information, at least one of a unit price of said 
unit data volume and attribute information of said 
digital content data thereto. 

so 3. The transmission apparatus according to claim 1 , 
further comprising: 

division means for dividing said digital content 
data into predetermined unit data volumes. 

55 4. The transmission apparatus according to claim 1 , 
further comprising: 

notification means for notifying a manage- 
ment unit of transmission information about said 
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digital content data transmitted by said transmis- 
sion means. 

5. The transmission apparatus according to claim 4, 
wherein said notification means notifies said man- 5 
agement unit of, as transmission information about 
said digital content data transmitted by said trans- 
mission means, at least one of said cost informa- 
tion, information for identifying a sender, informa- 
tion for identifying a recipient, and a data volume of to 
said digital content data transmitted. 

6. A transmission method for transmitting digital con- 
tent data via a communication medium, comprising 

the steps of: 15 

attaching cost information per unit data volume 
to said digital content data; and 
transmitting said digital content data attached 
with said cost information after converting a da- 20 
ta format of said digital content data attached 
with said cost information into a data format 
suitable to said communication medium. 



ception information about said digital content data 
received by said reception means, at least one of 
said cost information, information for identifying a 
sender, information for identifying a recipient, and 
a data volume of said received digital content data. 

1 1 . A reception method for receiving digital content da- 
ta transmitted via a communication medium, com- 
prising the steps of: 

receiving said digital content with its data for- 
mat converted into a data format suitable for 
said communication medium and restoring the 
received digital content data; 
removing said cost information from the re- 
stored digital content data; and 
reproducing said digital content data deprived 
of said cost information. 

12. A recording medium recording a computer- reada- 
ble program for receiving digital content data trans- 
mitted via a communication medium, said compu- 
ter-readable program comprising the steps of: 



7. A recording medium recording a computer-reada- 
ble program for transmitting digital content data via 
a communication medium, said computer-readable 
program comprising the steps of: 

attaching cost information per unit data volume 
to said digital content data; and 
transmitting said digital content data attached 
with said cost information after converting a da- 
ta format of said digital content data attached 
with said cost information into a data format 
suitable to said communication medium. 

8. A reception apparatus for receiving digital content 
data transmitted via a communication medium, 
comprising: 

reception means for receiving said digital con- 
tent with its data format converted into a data 
format suitable for said communication medium 
and restoring the received digital content data; 
removal means for removing said cost informa- 
tion from the restored digital content data; and 
reproduction means for reproducing said digital 
content data deprived of said cost information. 

9. The reception apparatus according to claim 8, fur- 
ther comprising: 

notification means for notifying a manage- 
ment unit of reception information about said digital 
content data received by said reception means. 

10. The reception apparatus according to claim 9, 
wherein said notification means notifies, as said re- 



25 receiving said digital content with its data for- 

mat converted into a data format suitable for 
said communication medium and restoring the 
received digital content data; 
removing said cost information from the re- 
30 stored digital content data; and 

reproducing said digital content data deprived 
of said cost information. 

13. A management apparatus for managing purchase 
35 and sale of digital content data transmitted from a 

transmission unit and received by a reception unit 
via a communication medium, comprising: 

reception means for receiving at least one of 
40 transmission information and reception infor- 

mation about said digital content data from a 
given point on a communication route between 
said transmission unit and said reception unit 
inclusive; and 

45 computation means for computing, on the basis 

of at least one of said transmission information 
and said reception information received by said 
reception means, a sale price of said digital 
content data via said communication medium. 

50 

14. The management apparatus according to claim 13, 
further comprising: 

transmission means for transmitting informa- 
tion about the sale price of said digital content data 
55 computed by said computation means to a charging 
unit. 

1 5. The management apparatus according to claim 1 3, 
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wherein said computation means computes the 
sale price of said digital content data via said com- 
munication medium by multiplying cost information 
included in said reception information received by 
said reception means by a data volume of said re- 
ceived digital content data. 

1 6. A management method for managing purchase and 
sale of digital content data transmitted from a trans- 
mission unit and received by a reception unit via a 
communication medium, comprising the steps of: 

receiving at least one of transmission informa- 
tion and reception information about said digital 
content data from a given point on a communi- 
cation route between said transmission unit 
and said reception unit including the both; and 
computing, on the basis of at least one of said 
transmission information and said reception in- 
formation received in said reception step, a sale 
price of said digital content data via said com- 
munication medium. 

17. A recording medium recording a computer-reada- 
ble program for managing purchase and sale of dig- 
ital content data transmitted from a transmission 
unit and received by a reception unit via a commu- 
nication medium , said computer-readable program 
comprising the steps of: 

receiving at least one of transmission informa- 
tion and reception information about said digital 
content data from a given point on a communi- 
cation route between said transmission unit 
and said reception unit including the both; and 
computing, on the basis of at least one of said 
transmission information and said reception in- 
formation received in said reception step, a sale 
price of said digital content data via said com- 
munication medium. 

1 8. A charging apparatus for charging for digital content 
data attached with cost information per unit data 
volume transmitted from a transmission unit to a re- 
ception unit via a communication medium, compris- 
ing: 

acquisition means for acquiring a sale price of 
said digital content data on the basis of said 
cost information per unit data volume; and 
charging means for charging a user of said re- 
ception apparatus on the basis of said sale, 
price acquired by said acquisition means. 

19. The charging apparatus according to claim 18, 
wherein said acquisition means acquires said sale 
price along with a usage fee for using said commu- 
nication medium and said charging means charges 



said sale price along with said usage fee further 
comprises: 

distribution means for dividing an amount of 
money paid by said user of said reception unit into 
5 a portion covering said sale price and another cov- 
ering said usage fee. 

20. A charging method for charging for digital content 
data attached with cost information per unit data 

10 volume transmitted from a transmission unit to a re- 
ception unit via a communication medium, compris- 
ing the steps of: 

acquiring a sale price of said digital content da- 
is ta on the basis of said cost information per unit 

data volume; and 

charging a user of said reception apparatus on 
the basis of said sale price acquired in said ac- 
quisition step. 

20 

21. A recording medium recording a computer-reada- 
ble program for charging for digital content data at- 
tached with cost information per unit data volume 
transmitted from a transmission unit to a reception 

25 unit via a communication medium, said computer- 
readable program comprising the steps of: 

acquiring a sale price of said digital content da- 
ta on the basis of said cost information per unit 
30 data volume; and 

charging a user of said reception apparatus on 
the basis of said sale price acquired in said ac- 
quisition step. 

35 22. A charging apparatus for charging for digital content 
data transmitted from a transmission unit to a re- 
ception unit via a communication medium, compris- 
ing: 

40 acquisition means for acquiring information 

about a sale price of said digital content data; 
synthesis means for synthesizing said informa- 
tion about said sale price acquired by said ac- 
quisition means with information about a usage 

45 fee for use of said communication medium; and 

charging means for charging a user of said re- 
ception unit on the basis of synthesized infor- 
mation supplied by said synthesis means. 

50 23. The charging apparatus according to claim 22, fur- 
ther comprising: 

distribution means for dividing an amount of 
money paid by said user of said reception unit into 
a portion covering said sale price and another cov- 

55 ering said usage fee. 

24. A charging method for charging for digital content 
data transmitted from a transmission unit to a re- 
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ception unit via a communication medium, compris- 
ing: 

acquiring information about a sate price of said 
digital content data; 

synthesizing said information about said sale 
price acquired in said acquisition step with in- 
formation about a usage fee for use of said 
communication medium; and 
charging a user of said reception unit on the ba- 
sis of synthesized information supplied in said 
synthesis step. 

25. A recording medium recording a computer-reada- 
ble program for charging for digital content data 
transmitted from a transmission unit to a reception 
unit via a communication medium, said computer- 
readable program comprising: 

acquiring information about a sale price of said 
digital content data; 

synthesizing said information about said sale 
price acquired in said acquisition step with in- 
formation about a usage fee for use of said 
communication medium; and 
charging a user of said reception unit on the ba- 
sis of synthesized information supplied in said 
synthesis step. 

26. A charging apparatus for charging for digital content 
data transmitted from a transmission unit to a re- 
ception unit, comprising: 

acquisition means for acquiring information 
about sale price of said digital content data: 

synthesis means for synthesizing said informa- 
tion about sale price acquired by said acquisi- 
tion means with information about a usage fee 
for use of information transmitted from said 
transmission unit; and 

charging means for charging a user of said re- 
ception unit on the basis of the synthesized in- 
formation supplied by said synthesis means. 

27. The charging apparatus according to claim 26, fur- 
ther comprising: 

distribution means for dividing an mount of 
money paid by said user of said reception unit into 
a portion covering said sale price and another cov- 
ering said usage fee. 

28. A charging method for charging for digital content 
data transmitted from a transmission unit to a re- 
ception unit, comprising the steps of: 

acquiring information about sale price of said 
digital content data: 

synthesizing said information about sale price 



acquired in said acquisition step with informa- 
tion about a usage fee for use of information 
transmitted from said transmission unit; and 
charging a user of said reception unit on the ba- 
5 sis of the synthesized information supplied in 

said synthesis step. 

29. A recording medium recording a computer-reada- 
ble program for charging for digital content data 

10 transmitted from a transmission unit to a reception 
unit, said computer-readable program comprising 
the steps of: 

acquiring information about sale price of said 
digital content data: 

15 

synthesizing said information about sale price 
acquired in said acquisition step with informa- 
tion about a usage fee for use of information 
transmitted from said transmission unit; and 
20 charging a user of said reception unit on the ba- 

sis of the synthesized information supplied in 
said synthesis step. 

30. A charging apparatus for charging for a predeter- 
25 mined service ordered from a first unit to a second 

unit via a network, comprising: 

extraction means for extracting cost informa- 
tion from order information provided by said 

30 second unit to said first unit for ordering said 

predetermined service from said first unit to 
said second unit via said network; and 
charging means for charging a user of said first 
unit on the basis of said cost information ex- 

35 tracted by said extraction means. 

. 31. The charging apparatus according to claim 30, 
wherein said extraction means extracts said cost in- 
formation from said order information at a given 
40 point on said network between said first unit and 
said second unit inclusive. 

32. A charging method for charging for a predetermined 
service ordered from a first unit to a second unit via 

45 a network, comprising the steps of: 

extracting cost information from order informa- 
tion provided by said second unit to said first 
unit for ordering said predetermined service 
50 from said first unit to said second unit via said 

network; and 

charging a user of said first unit on the basis of 
said cost information extracted in said extrac- 
tion step. 

55 

33. A recording medium recording a computer-reada- 
ble program for charging for a predetermined serv- 
ice ordered from a first unit to a second unit via a 
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network, said computer-readable program compris- 
ing the steps of: 

extracting cost information from order informa- 
tion for ordering said predetermined service 5 
from said first unit to said second unit via said 
network; and 

charging a user of said first unit on the basis of 
said cost information extracted in said extrac- 
tion step. 10 

34. A providing apparatus for providing a predeter- 
mined service ordered from a unit via a network, 
comprising: 

15 

attachment means for attaching cost informa- 
tion about said predetermined service to order 
information for ordering said predetermined 
service by a user of said unit; 
transmission means for transmitting said order 20 
information attached with said cost information 
to said unit via said network; and 
acceptance means for accepting an order 
placed by said unit via said network on the basis 
of said order information transmitted by said 25 
transmission means. 

35. The providing apparatus according to claim 34, fur- 
ther comprising: 

instruction means for instructing said provid- 30 
ing apparatus to provide the ordered service said 
unit when said order placed on the basis of said or- 
der information transmitted by said transmission 
means has been accepted by said acceptance 
means. 35 

36. A providing method for providing a predetermined 
service ordered from a unit via a network, compris- 
ing the steps of: 

40 

attaching cost information about said predeter- 
mined service to order information for ordering 
said predetermined service by a user of said 
unit; 

transmitting said order information attached 45 
with said cost information to said unit via said 
network; and 

accepting an order placed by said unit via said 
network on the basis of said order information 
transmitted in said transmission step. so 

37. A recording medium recording a computer-reada- 
ble program for providing a predetermined service 
ordered from a unit via a network, said computer- 
readable program comprising the steps of: 55 

attaching cost information about said predeter- 
mined service to order information for ordering 



said predetermined service by a user of said 
unit; 

transmitting said order information attached 
with said cost information to said unit via said 
network; and 

accepting an order placed by said unit via said 
network on the basis of said order information 
transmitted in said transmission step. 
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